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INTRODUCTION

More than one million sex workers live, work and migrate throughout ASEAN.
Sex workers are a contributing part of the ASEAN Economic Community.
People doing sex work are human beings with the same human rights as

other people.

In 2015 the one ASEAN Economic Community will be formed and some
600 million people will be governed under common agreements and
strategies on such issues as trade, tourism, migration, visas, HIV/Aids,
and human rights.

Yet sex workers throughout ASEAN are still undervalued and
discriminated against in society and under the law. Sex workers are not
given equal protections and benefits, are denied access to justice and
our freedom of movement is often restricted whenever we try to travel
or migrate.

Many ASEAN community groups have been working together to try and
make sure that governments think about people, not just profit and
power. In 2012 sex workers also came together under the Empower
project SW ASEAN (Sex Workers of ASEAN) to encourage changes, to
learn together and claim our space in the ASEAN Economic
Community.

The 1st Asean Sex Worker Summit of sex worker leaders from Thailand,
Laos, Malaysia, Philippines, Myanmar, Cambodia, Indonesia and Timor
Leste was held in tandem with other ASEAN forums in Phnom Penh,
November 2012.

It was clear that discrimination and stigma impacts on the rights and
lives of sex workers and their families in all ASEAN countries.

“We need to find new ways to encourage recognition and positive
change in society. We don’t have one common language and we
have vibrant differences in our culture, we decided art would be a
good way to share our messages.”

Sex workers from 9 ASEAN States plus Timor Leste have created
artworks that will be brought together in a unique exhibit titled “Yet, still
we dance! Sex Workers of ASEAN Art Exhibition” opening on the 2nd

April

Supported by United Nations Development Program (UNDP) the exhibit
will include photography, paintings, cloth sculpture, and installations. It
is hoped that the exhibit raises awareness of the impact of
discrimination while celebrating the resilience and ability of sex workers
to overcome.

“It is time for new understanding, respect and ways of thinking
about sex workers in Asean.”

Sex worker representatives from Myanmar, Malaysia, Cambodia,
Singapore, Philippines, Vietnam, Laos, Indonesia Timor Leste and
Thailand will attend the launch.



Artworks by :

Aids Myanmar Alliance, Myanmar
PAMT, Malaysia

Women’s Network for Unity, Cambodia
Project X Singapore

Philippines Sex Worker’s Collective, Philippines
Vietnamese Network of Sex Workers (VNSW)

Sao Lao Laos
P3SY and OPSI Indonesia

$carlet Timor Collective ($TK) Timor Leste
Empower Thailand

About Empower

Empower is a registered Thai Foundation promoting rights and opportunities for sex workers. Founded in 1985, EMPOWER works with a rights 
based philosophy aiming to promote human rights, reduce discrimination, stigma and abuses.

Empower strives to create an avenue for sex workers to access their basic human rights like decent work, access to justice and good health,
including HIV prevention and access to treatment. Empower is a hub for sex worker, community, social and political participation. Empower 
strives to make these basic human rights available to all sex workers as a part of mainstream society by addressing current discrimination and 
stigma under the law and within society.

Today, EMPOWER has drop in centers in Mae Sai, Chiangmai, Mukdahan, Mae Sot, Bangkok and Nonthaburi, and covers many more areas 
through networking with mobile sex workers and local groups in other cities and regions.









	  



	  





The Art Works



Empower Foundation
Thailand

Title:  My name is…

“Every time we saw our friends face covered in the media
as if we were criminal I feel hurt. I don’t know how to change this.
When we start to draw pictures on these bags they are so beautiful.
I think other people may want to join us inside these beautiful bags”

When you see people heads were covered with bag, their humanity
were destroy, they were not a person. To paint our images on the bag,
is to personalized ourselves even when we were condemn
to be non-person / non-human. It is one way we can fight back
like prisoners who want to paint their cells wall.









Women’s Network for Unity (WNU)
Cambodia

Title:  Rights not Rescues

We are fed up to speak on same things and still being
ignored by rescuers, donors and law makers.
So we ask “IS THIS RESCUING ABOUT?”
We are intelligent as the academic researchers and scholars.
We can document and analyze our problems and
giving solutions to improve our lives.



Mediashala project 
www.mediashala.com

The Womens Network For Unity is 
grassroots representative collective 
of Phnom Penh based Sex Workers. 

Data and information source: 
Research and documentation conducted by 

Women's Network for Unity, Phnom Penh from 

2011-2012.
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Women's Network for Unity
Building No. 3-4, St 339, Sangkat Boeung Kak 1, 
Khan Toul Kork, Phnom Penh, Cambodia.
Tel: +855 78 65 75 31
PO Box: 308

wnu.cambodia@gmail.com
http://www.wnu-cambodia.org

The Cambodian Government's Anti 
Tra�cking Law is supposed to protect 
people from the harmful outcomes of 
human tra�cking. It intends to 'rescue' 
female sex workers from tra�cking and 
'rehabilitate' them. However, this law is 
being used to crack down on sex 
workers, criminalising them and their 
only source of income. WNU's 
documentation reveals that the police 
use it to exploit and harass sex workers.

Is this what a
rescue mission 
looks like?

Arrest
Sex workers are arrested under the Anti Tra�cking 
Law while soliciting clients. In some situations, police 
have been known to dress in plainsclothes and pose 
as clients in order to raid and arrest sex workers. 
Arrested sex workers are taken into detention.
       

During an arrest and in detention, sex workers often have to 
bribe police o�cers to be released, or have their money or 
cellphones (sometimes both) taken from them by the police 
in exchange for decent treatment. A sex worker makes 5US$ 
on a good day and her daily expenditure is 8US$. Every day 
in detention is a day away from work and mounting debt.

Abuse Extortion 
Sex workers experience sexual, physical and verbal 
abuse during arrest and detention leaving them 
miserable, scared and hurt. Sex workers in detention 
are also subjected to humiliating treatment like 
having their hair forcibly shorn, or being chained.
    

DetentionRape

A sex worker may be raped and/or gangraped up 
to three times during one period of detention.

A sex worker is in detention for anywhere from 12 
hours to 3 days. A sex worker is detained 7-8 times a 
year. On average, a sex worker makes US$5 a day, so 
the �nancial losses incurred from arrest and 
detention can go up to US$120.

Paper work Release
Sex Workers are sent from police custody to 
rehabilitation centres managed by the Department of 
Social Affairs, Veteran & Youth Rehabilitation. From here, 
they can be released if an NGO can vouch for them. 
Some sex workers are 'rehabilitated' into the garment 
industry; they are guaranteed release from detention in 
exchange for leaving sex work to work in sweat shops.

Starvation
 During detention in police custody sex workers are 

not given any food or water. This is particularly 
dangerous for HIV positive sex workers who need 
proper nutrition and access to medicines every day.

After being released from the Department of Social 
A�airs, Veteran & Youth Rehabilitation, sex workers 
are free to leave but live in the fear of being arrested.
 



$CARLET TIMOR COLLECTIVE
Timor leste

Title:  “Ita servisu hamutuk! Hapara Estigma ho diskriminasaun! Ita nia nasaun sai forte”
 “if we work together! Stop Stigma and Discrimination! Our nations will rise strong”

Our artwork is of life size representation of human body that
represents all Sex workers being woman, man and transgender.
The Tais patches are traditional weaving that is used as background
is important culturally and is very strong for our land. Tais is also
a gift that is given to friends and for ceremony for Timorese and
for our friends from lands afar. Our images and words that we paint
and sew onto the body and butterfly wings are strong words and slogan.
We like best for the art work installation to look like someone is sleeping or
resting from afar, but when up close then they  can see that it is about our
rights to live without stigma and discrimination and to travel and
to work abroad like others with equality, to get passport and
to earn money to live as all have opportunity to do.





Vietnamese Network of Sex Workers
Vietnam

Title:  Leave it behind and Move forward!

Our artwork is a craft effigy demonstrating a Vietnamese sex worker
against discrimination and stigma in Vietnamese society.
A model wearing traditional Vietnamese clothes (Ao dai and Non hat)
displays an idea that sex workers in Vietnam feel more and more confident
to demonstrate themselves in the same way as other Vietnamese women
in general. She holds two series of masks in her left and right hands.
The masks expresses stigma and discrimination from all groups in
our society including white collars, the elderly, the young, educators, etc.
The holding action balance in two hands aims at decribing struggle
and efforts of the sex workers against the discrimination.
Condoms sticking on the hat means the sex workers consider
condoms as our protection weapon and always keep in mind whenever
doing sex work. There are three colour smiling condoms stick together
expressing connection among sex workers in three regions
(North, Middle, and South) of Vietnam.





Pertubuhan Advokasi Masyarakat Terpinggir Kuala Lumpur dan Selangor (PAMT)
Malaysia

Title:  This is my life

Our photo exhibition is all about daily life sex workers
stigma & discrimination in Malaysia including the life with
our customers and life under Sharia Law where the authorities
of abuse of power against sex workers and authorities spy working
online identified their IP address.





Philippine Sex Worker Collective
Philippines

Title:  Phillipine Sex Workers Speak Out Through Photos

In the Philippines some feminists claim to save us from being exploited
by men; the church wants to save our souls; and the government wants
to project an image that the US government approves of.
This is the first time ever that Philippine sex workers are speaking out.
Not only that we are doing it in art form and to a large number of audience.
We have long been invisible and the prospect of us being visible
in such a manner is making us nervous. But there is no turning back.
Wherever it leads to, we are ready.





Alliance Myanmar Aids
Myanmar

Title:  Feel free to be Equal with everyone in the ASEAN.

We are showing daily life of sex worker and society.
How we are important for family, sex worker community and
society.

Also we are involvement to reduce HIV, Stigma and Discrimination
getting to zero. Sex workers facing problem in their daily life also
stigma and discrimination including violence. We wish people
to see and will know. Art can be way for sex worker to connect
to decision maker, policy maker and others.





Project X
Singapore

Title:  -

This artwork describes how a sex worker balances her married life
with her career which is sex work. And shows how she came to sex work.
I used henna—a traditional Indian culture, to paint pictures and symbols
of wedding and sex work. To show sex worker as a human being.





Sao Lao
Laos PDR.

Title:  -

We have painted our image on these mirrors because
we want to be really seen not just looked at. When you see you,
can you see me looking back at you?





SW-ASEAN Beauty cases

Some people may think that a sex worker needs
little more than a pretty dress and some make‐up
to do her job. However modern sex workers in ASEAN
need much more than this. We need to understand
the plans and policies that will affect our lives.
Our beauty case contains all the tools we need
to understand, analyze and organize for the opportunities
and challenges the ASEAN Economic Community promises
to bring for ourselves and other people of ASEAN in 2015 and beyond.





Chantawipa Apisuk
Director of Empower Foundation

Bangkok Sex Workers of ASEAN Symposium
Bangkok Art and Culture Centre: Bangkok, Thailand
2nd April 2013

Empower began our journey in 1985. We have lived through many men 
prime ministers and now we have our first woman prime minister. 
We have passed through many events in Thailand. We have survived 
the fighting between different colored teams when grenades were thrown 
at Sala Dang and the soldiers had to sleep in front of our bars to keep the 
peace. At the time when there were floods throughout Thailand the 
entertainment places were closed in Bangkok, sex workers homes were 
flooded and they could not travel to work. Empower had to beg for seven 
hundred emergency bags to deliver to sex workers affected by the 
flooding.

When our nation has any problem, no one thinks of the impact on sex 
workers and the sex work profession. When the grenades were thrown in 
Sala Dang, the bars had to be closed for three months. There was no 
income and people in the bars lost their jobs. No one thought to ask how 
much was lost, how many people could not get to work, and who lost 
income. When the country recovered, and the government rushed to help 
businesses, factory owners, and helped distribute compensation to those 
who lost jobs, none of this reached to sex workers.

Our countries have announced that they are coming together to create 
one ASEAN community. Ten countries who can cross each other’s borders
without using visas. For sure, Thai people want to go to Singapore 
because the Singapore dollar is worth more than the Thai baht. At the 
same time, people from Burma, Cambodia, and Laos want to come to 
Thailand because in their countries there are fewer schools, hospitals, 

and often no job opportunities. The health standards across ASEAN are 
not equal. They are very diverse. Everyone wants to live in a country that 
has a high standard of health care. So we see that moving to increase 
income and quality of life is the norm for the population of ASEAN.

In the estimated population of ASEAN is 600 million people there are at 
least 1.2 million sex workers. This is three times the population of Brunei.
There is a much higher ratio of police to doctors in all ASEAN countries. 
This means that you have more opportunity to be arrested than 
opportunity to receive health care.

A thriving tourism industry is the aim of all ASEAN member states. When 
the Thai government announced its support for one ASEAN community,
they also had an expectation to increase the number of tourists from 16 
million in 2012 to 22 million this year, and further they expect an income
from tourism of 80,000 million baht. More than half of this comes from the 
entertainment industry which is made up of sex workers. From that
80,000 million baht, we wonder about the proportion that sex workers will 
get. If we compare this to factories that produce chemicals and 
fertilizers, the law states that they must establish a corporate social 
responsibility fund. This fund is to compensate for any environmental 
problems that may occur.

Often the devastation of the environment is not apparent to us for many 
years after the initial event. In a similar way as the damage done to 
nature, the damage done to the dignity and life of communities by tourism 



can go unnoticed for years. This insidious harm to people’s way of life in 
many tourism areas has already begun. Everything is for sale even people 
have a price and the worth of something is measured by its value in the 
exchange market. The American dollar is worth thirty times what the Thai 
baht is worth.

The members of ASEAN do not yet see the impact of their policies on 
people’s lives and societies and cannot foresee the long term damage 
their policies will cause. The 1.2 million sex workers of ASEAN who will be 
affected invite the members of ASEAN and others involved to help us limit 
the damage to society caused by some ASEAN policies. We especially 
ask that we work to reduce the negative impact of the ASEAN tourism 
promotion policies by creating a social responsibility fund to protect com-
munity’s way of life and work; promote improved health and safety stand-
ards, and educational opportunities.

If peoples of ASEAN work together now, in the future you may see diver-
sity of people and ways of life protected and valued respecting the dignity 
of the peoples of ASEAN including the sex workers of ASEAN.



Proposed Declaration of Sex Workers Rights
at SW-ASEAN Symposium,

by Jon Ungpakorn, a human rights activist

 1. Right to work as a sex worker legally and to have sex with adults
  without harassment.
 2. Right to be free from all forms of violence.
 3. No one can touch me or force me to have sex without my full
  consent.
 4. No one can force me to take any health test without my consent. 
 5. No policeman or any other authority can expect money or services
  from me simply because I am a sex worker.
 6. No one can force me to change my profession or put me in 
  a rehabilitation centre.
 7. Right to have only safe sex, and can choose not to have unsafe sex.
 8. Right to reproductive health care/sex education and to have access to 
  condoms and lubricative gel.
 9. Right to have sex with men, women, and people of all genders and 
  the right to privacy.
 10. Right to choose my own gender, have sex change surgery, and for my 
  gender to be recognized by the state.
 11. Right to be free from stigma and discrimination. 
 12. Right to work and get paid fairly for my work, to earn a decent living, 
  and the right to safe and healthy work conditions, with reasonable
  working hours, holidays and pay.
 13. Right to organize or join a union of sex workers.
 14. Right to the same social security benefits as all other workers.
 15. Right to education and healthcare, same as all other people in society.
 16. Right to leave or change my profession whenever I want.
 17. Right to work in other countries (everywhere) and the right to move.
 18. Right to lead discussion regarding policy as opposed to be witness
   to change.














